An immunologic profile of young adults with head and neck cancer.
Numerous reports have suggested, although never demonstrated, a suppressed immune defense mechanism as a contributing factor in the development of head and neck cancer in the young adult. Twenty-four previously untreated adults less than or equal to 40 years of age with squamous cell carcinoma were examined for lymphocyte function (natural killer cell activity and in vitro lymphocyte blastogenesis response to mitogens), total lymphocyte number and percentage of lymphocyte subsets, and humoral immune status (circulating IgA, IgG, and IgM). As compared with 33 healthy young adults, no significant immunologic deficit could be identified. On the contrary, the young adult cancer population had significantly increased lymphocyte numbers (P less than 0.05) and serum IgA, IgG, and IgM levels (P less than 0.001, respectively). These young cancer patients cannot be considered to be immunosuppressed. Alternative biologic mechanisms must be defined to account for the increasing incidence of head and neck cancer over the last decade among young adults in the United States.